Teaching and Learning: The
Journal of Natural Inquiry &
Reflective Practice
Volume 14

Issue 2

Article 5

4-2000

Personalized Teaching and Learning: Inquiry-Based Instruction
Patricia A. Mack

Follow this and additional works at: https://commons.und.edu/tl-nirp-journal
Part of the Scholarship of Teaching and Learning Commons

Recommended Citation
Mack, Patricia A. (2000) "Personalized Teaching and Learning: Inquiry-Based Instruction," Teaching and
Learning: The Journal of Natural Inquiry & Reflective Practice: Vol. 14 : Iss. 2 , Article 5.
Available at: https://commons.und.edu/tl-nirp-journal/vol14/iss2/5

This Article is brought to you for free and open access by UND Scholarly Commons. It has been accepted for
inclusion in Teaching and Learning: The Journal of Natural Inquiry & Reflective Practice by an authorized editor of
UND Scholarly Commons. For more information, please contact und.commons@library.und.edu.

Personalized Teaching and Learning: Inquiry-Based Instruction
by
Patricia A. Mack

"The logic by which we teach is not always
the logic by which children learn."
(Glenda Bissex in Atwell, 1998, p . 3)
At a January staff meeting of my Midwest inner city elementary school, our faculty voted in
favor of the implementation of a schoolwide instructional theme to begin in March and run for
approximately four weeks. My role as a first grade teacher was to incorporate multiple areas of
the curriculum from the various disciplines to fit into the theme entitled Changes. Student
collaboration and cross grade and discipline integration were encouraged to promote the school
vision and unity of purpose within the school community.
Upon returning to my classroom after the meeting, I made my way to the file cabinet that
housed the numerous thematic units that I had organized according to topic and then further
organized by month. Throughout my teaching experiences, I had created various multidisciplinary
units both on my own and collaboratively with other teachers and specialists. The units were
developed around a topic or book and contained related lessons, activities, literature, and materials for the implementation of the thematic unit. My March files consisted of topics related to, but
not entitled Changes, such as Spring, The Water Cycle, and Friendship. What happened in the
weeks to come caused me to appreciate the absence of a specific Changes file and to take a closer
look at the need for personalized teaching and learning in my elementary classroom.
A New Beginning
Up to this point, the thematic units utilized in my classroom were structured around the
skills and strategies designated as appropriate and necessary by the school district and publishing
companies for that particular grade level. Scope and sequence of goals within the curriculum
guides and teacher's manuals served as a roadmap for the information I would disseminate to my
students at the appropriate times during the school year. Because student needs and interests
were considered collectively as opposed to individually, teaching based on these premises was
basically systematic and student knowledge that was gained from this teaching was compartmentalized by discipline and activity (Short et al., 1996).
Prior to the official beginning of the school wide theme, the students in my first grade class
were responding to a reading of The Very Hungry Caterpillar as part of an author study on Eric
Carle when an interesting discussion ensued . The students were quite familiar with this particular text, and after several comments regarding the author's style and intentions, the discussion
turned to an examination of the events of nature which have been captured so wonderfully in this
text. Julio and Lucas, two students who frequently worked together on projects, began the discussion with their questions regarding the size of the cocoon. Amber, a new student as of January,
attempted an explanation of the relativity of the cocoon to the caterpillar by comparing it to a
chicken and an egg. Jesse wondered if the chicken or the caterpillar needed anything to grow,
pointing out how a plant needed sunlight, water, air, and soil. This statement caused Ishmael to
hypothesize about why the plants in our classroom were close to death. In a side discussion,
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Daniel and Viviana talked about what a chicken looks like when it is inside of an egg. Viviana took
the conversation a step further by descriptively recalling the day that her dog gave birth to three
puppies. These statements prompted further questioning and discussion related to the text and
student experiences. There were so many questions, comments, and ideas that we began to record
our thoughts on chart paper and decided that we, as a class, needed to find answers to the
questions being posed.
Although it was not unusual to create a list of questions, it was unusual to list the questions
before recording what the class knew about a subject as part of the K-W-L strategy (what we know,
what we want to know, and what we have learned), a strategy frequently employed at the beginning of a thematic unit (Ogle, 1986). To compensate for the lack of an identified topic, we began to
examine the common theme found in many of the listed questions and created a web to organize
our thoughts and inquiries. Throughout the development of the web, individual experiences and
voices were becoming apparent. When discussing changes in people, Amanda related the topic to
how her family had changed due to a divorce, while Han reflected on the birth of his sister. Using
the class photo as a frame of reference, Carly pointed out that even our classroom family had
changed since the beginning of the school year. The topic of seasonal changes sparked a conversation which focused on the numerous states and countries that class members had called home in
their lifetimes . In defining what a life cycle was, we concluded that many of our classmates had
had very little contact with animals, other than pets in the home. The diversity of the children's
language and cultural experiences continued to become visible as they discussed, questioned, and
conversed about the various topics within the theme of Changes. The various background experiences that the children brought to school with them would serve as the basis of the transformative
educational processes that were about to occur. While not defined at the time, this was to be the
beginning of inquiry-based instruction in our first grade classroom.

What is Inquiry-Based Instruction?
Learners in inquiry-based instruction are provided with opportunities for building on
personal experiences, thus allowing for the natural formulation of questions for investigation and
the accumulation of new perspectives and discourse options (Short et al., 1996). Inquiry is an
alternative way to organize curriculum so that students are provided with the opportunity for
personal exploration and expanded thinking (Harste, 1993). Involvement in these experiences
allows the learner to transform current understandings into approximations and new meanings.
Inquiry, as an instructional method, slices across subject areas, methods of representation, and
students' social and personal knowing (Short et al., 1996). Curriculum based on inquiry is
designed to promote the research of the students' own questions as they relate to life experiences
as opposed to scripting student learning through published programs, prescribed behaviors, or
preset outcomes. Powerful learning environments that allow for a variety of language uses, foster
the social uses of language, and bring the students' interests and experiences into the classroom
should also be developed (Halliday, 1989).
To reflect this pedagogy, curriculum as inquiry should not be imposed on students; rather, it
needs to be determined collaboratively by students and teachers so that teaching begins with the
learner and the choices made within the given structures truly reflect the class members' own
experiences (Dewey, 1938). Throughout my teaching career, it had been my intention to provide
my students with purposeful learning experiences so that they could derive personal value from
what they learned. In order to promote such educational opportunities, I had to come to terms
with my own epistemologies regarding teaching and learning. Learning needed to be purposeful
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and emotional: a part of each of my students' present and future. Inquiry-based instruction seemed
to be a more concentrated, collaborated effort to improve upon the educational processes which
were in place in my school and it also seemed to provide the flexibility that allowed for the
personal exploration of ideas, concepts, and experiences related to the individual and the world.
The Inquiry Cycle

Short et al. (1996), propose an Inquiry Cycle as a representative curricular framework that
addresses those needs and conventions for learning (see Figure 1). The recursive cycle begins with
the students building on background experiences. Acknowledgement of students' personal, experiential, and cultural differences contribute to the authentic learning experiences which become
intensified through inquiry.

Figure 1. The Inquiry Cycle !Adapted from Short et al., 1996, Learning Together Through
Inquiry].

The cycle of inquiry continues as these experiences are transformed into broad explorations that
are used for informal inquiries about a topic. This, in turn, enables learners to attend to different
views and opinions while acquiring new perspectives from the various questions proposed for
inquiry. From these explorations, students are lead to develop new understandings of a topic and
its origins, which flow into in-depth questions for collaborative or independent examination. In an
inquiry classroom, the curriculum is rich with thinking about thinking, thereby encouraging the
questioning of class members' own experiences and backgrounds.
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As the Inquiry Cycle continues, investigation of the questions proposed for classroom
inquiry guides further questioning and promotes the use of a wide range of sign systems for the
construction and transformation of meaning. Due to the recursive nature of this cycle, students
are constantly shaping and reshaping personal beliefs and ideas as they delve deeper into the
proposed questions, share their learning, and explore new areas for inquiry. At any point in the
Inquiry Cycle, students can revisit a previous stage of the cycle for further exploration or redevelopment of concepts, questions, or insights. Reflection on this entire process led me to see that
prior to the implementation of an inquiry-based instruction, students were provided with few
opportunities to develop beyond predetermined capacities. A closer look at the creation of our
inquiry classroom and some of the first grade inquiry projects that developed out of the Changes
theme in our classroom may work to further illustrate this exciting cycle of personalized teaching
and learning.
Creating Our Inquiry Classroom
As can be seen from the above discussion, instruction based on student inquiry provides
opportunities for students to engage in complex learning activities that build on students' experiences and interests while collaborating with peers and adults. Active participation in inquiry
should support a cyclical method of teacher and student learning in which all of the participants
become teachers and learners. This type of curricular framework functions as a ''bridge" which
connects class members' beliefs to meaningful activities and experiences (Short et al., 1996).
Emerging educational processes within this context also allow for teachers and students to
explore what they know, how they came to know that knowledge, and then apply that knowledge
to personal inquiries . It is at this point that I, as the teacher, would become the agent of change in
my first grade classroom.
In the days following the formulation of a Changes web, the students and I worked together
to create various learning centers, locate related literature and media representations, and bring
together resources in a number of forms that addressed the various questions and concerns that
we had judged as significant. Many of the materials that the students would use for their
personalized inquiry projects were taken from the various thematic units that I discussed at the
beginning of this piece. Among the materials chosen from the files for the student centers were
books, videotapes, games, photographs, computer software, writing activities, pre-planned research
opportunities, magnifying glasses, art supplies and activities, and artifacts from the classroom
and the students' homes. These same materials would now be used to support the students'
inquiries rather than direct and control student learning as they had in the past. The entire class
had just worked together to create new files for our schoolwide theme of Changes. What was
unique about this file was that the perspectives and information contained within would be
personalized because the students had become empowered to use their own voices while creating
the curriculum.
Exploring and Inquiring
The centers for exploration reflected the class members' desire to examine the changes that
occurred in animals, people, and nature . All of the students spent approximately one week
immersed in the materials, activities, and literature found at each of these centers while we
continued to investigate various changes through whole class experiences. As they interacted
socially with one another and participated with the information presented at the various centers,
students began to share their observations, thoughts, and queries. During share squares, a time
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when students freely and openly shared experiences and understandings in a small square of four,
comments about information that was new or puzzling began to surface. Javier, a student who
had just returned from Mexico, was particularly interested in the seasonal differences that
occurred in our community as compared to his community in Mexico. Based on his questions, the
students in Javier's square began to develop additional questions related to seasonal changes.
Throughout this process, it was becoming clear to me that, in addition to becoming an inquirer
myself, it would be my role to assist the students in framing their questions for classroom inquiry.
The once broad topics of animal life cycles, seasonal changes, and human development from our
class web were evolving into focused questions based on experience and current understandings.
One new development was that the focus of the questions was on relationships rather than objects
as it had been in the past. Groups began to form based on common interests and backgrounds and
four in-depth questions for investigation emerged.
How does a caterpillar change into a butterfly?
What changes occur in our community between winter and summer? How do these changes
occur? (Based on information gained from the exploratory centers, it had been decided that
spring in our region did not last long enough to investigate on its own .)
How is a chicken's life cycle different from a person's?
What changes have occurred in our first grade class since August? (Student report cards,
portfolios, and photos at the centers helped to form this question .)
Each of the students in the class had voluntarily identified with one of these four questions
for investigation and then became a member of what we had named "question groups." For the
following two weeks, the students in each of the question groups met at a given time each day to
discuss their questions and the intended direction the group would take in order to locate possible
answers for presentation to the class. The groups were responsible for recording their conference
notes, ideas, resources available and needed, and future plans. Active student participation in
this manner provided me with access to student thought processes, assisted in my analysis of the
students' personal positioning, and demonstrated student progress across disciplines, while highlighting areas of academic need and interest for integration into future lessons (see Figure 2, p.
21). The four inquiry groups met daily to discuss their differing viewpoints and develop a plan
that addressed their area of inquiry. Reading and writing workshops and whole group instructional times were also utilized as vehicles for further exploration of inquiry topics. Frequently
(and fortunately), fourth and fifth grade students participated in group meetings to assist with
project progression and conceptualization as well as information gathering. This cross grade
dialogue and interaction provided students with meaningful opportunities to experiment with,
organize, and express information.
Although sometimes difficult to schedule and harder to prepare for than the thematic units
that I was accustomed to teaching, through inquiry-based instruction the classroom climate
became more productive and energetic, visits and assistance from family members had increased,
and the students outwardly valued the opinions and experiences of fellow class members and
schoolmates. Proper development of such a process for learning required careful reflection,
dialogue, and open mindedness. Participation in an inquiry classroom does not imply that the
teacher relinquishes the role of teacher. The teacher continues to provide students with direction
and whole class experiences, but shares the control and responsibility for shaping the learning
process with the students. For active personalized learning to occur, teachers need to create an
atmosphere that promotes democracy so students can participate in the decisions and
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negotiations that affect their own lives (Shannon, 1993). In democratic classrooms, there must be
mutual respect and understanding between teachers and students in order to support the implementation of curriculum based on student experiences.

Date:
Our group members are: - - - - - - - - - - - - - Arcao!Inquiry: _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ __

Qucstio~:._ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ __

Meeting notes: (plcasc use the back of the paper)

Wcnecd: ·

· job belongs to:

It will be

completed by:
l.._________________________

2.· - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - + - - - - 3 .._ _ _ _ _ _ _- - 1 - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 4.._ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _..__ _ __

Our idou for tho next meeting:

We will need help w i t h · - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - Figure 2. Inquiry Group Meeting.

Sharing Ch anges
The four groups collaboratively engaged in various forms of research, from book to internet
searches and from interviews to field trips. This focused, thoughtful, and guided participation
with their personalized questions continued for approximately two more weeks. The five students
involved in the exploration of the final question, "What changes have occurred in our first grade
class since August?" chose to use photos, writing samples from their writing folders and portfolios,
book logs , the sentence-of-the-day calendar, interviews, and student journals. They believed that
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examination of these artifacts and discussions with staff and family members would provide them
with a clearer picture of academic, social, and personal changes occurring within our classroom.
ln March, during the third and fourth week of the schoolwide theme (and with some teacher
assistance), the four groups took turns proudly presenting their findings to the class through
collaborative and interactive displays, activities, and presentations. Han, Daniel,Antonio, Gabriella,
and Carly, the group that investigated the changes that occurred in our classroom since the
beginning of the school year, were the first group to share and interact with the class. To demonstrate what changes had occurred each month in our first grade classroom since August, the group
created a ten-foot timeline. Class photographs and student journal illustrations were used for
visual effects, and information from the sentence-of-the-day calendar was used for part of the
timeline script. One change that the students were particularly proud of was represented in the
March section of the timeline. This positive change had taken months to resolve . "We all play
together at recess" was compared to the September portion of the timeline in which a portion of
the playground was also illustrated and w as accompanied by the statement, "We are not friends"
(see .Figure 3).

March

Figure 3. March section of student timeli n e.
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An eight-month graph of class membership was constructed as a visual representation of
class member changes that had occurred since the beginning of th e school year. The information
had been obtained through interviews with the school secretary and the school attendance/family
care committee. The five students also shared th e reading of a story from th e basal reading series
and created a class book entitled Now I Can, which was modeled after the basal story. The other
students in the class each added their own page to the Now I Can book, showcasing individual
changes and accomplishments in the class (see Figure 4). The class members were also invited to
continue the timeline as the year progressed with longer, more complex sentences. As a conclusion
to the presentation, students were asked to examine two pieces of writing from their journals and
portfolios to determine changes that had occurred in their writing, lives, friendships, and thinking. Following this activity, the entire class wrote individual goals for the remainder of the year.
Further inquiry that resulted from this project included locations of the students who had moved
since August (there were nine), forms of communication, friendships, investigation of inner
(personal) growth, and achieving individual and class goals.
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Figure 4. Student page from the class book Now I Can.
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Over the course of the following two weeks, the other three groups also presented their
findings to the class, once again providing us with new points of view and avenues for further
inquiry. Student values and current understandings were forced to the forefront through the
sharing of what was learned. As the presentations progressed, the level of student engagement
and involvement increased. The students participated and interacted with the information being
presented, and as a result, the curriculum for the remaining three months of the school year was
carried out through the inquiries the students had formulated. Teacher created assessments,
along with district mandated assessments, were utilized throughout the months of inquiry to
record growth, progress, and new understandings as well as misconceptions.
Through inquiry-based instruction, students became engaged in an interactive process in
which they not only learned to share goals, but they were also free to challenge, question, and
analyze understandings, experiences, and personal beliefs within the structures of the classroom.
Further inquiry and exploration of student experience, background, and history allowed class
members to develop a greater sense of self, build on personal strengths, achieve a stronger sense of
community, and experience a form of personalized learning while still meeting and exceeding the
standards of assessment for the school district.

A Shift in Thought
For some teachers, such an approach to learning involves a major theoretical shift away
from conventional subject and skill paradigms. Much of the change that occurs in schools follows
a traditional and systematic pattern; but this change did not fit the pattern. My intentions at that
staff meeting in January were quite different from what actually occurred in February, March,
and the remainder of the school year. Although my pedagogical beliefs remained the same, ·;:hiit
emerged from the students' voices caused me to reflect on the effects of my present instructional
practices. Once I stepped back and examined the events that were occurring in my first grade
classroom, I realized that the students were only passively experiencing literacy as a result of the
prescribed, linear curriculum presently in use in the school district. The introduction of
inquiry-based instruction not only matched the basic requirements of the mandated curriculum,
but beyond that, it allowed the students to participate in decisions and negotiations that affected
their own lives. The exploration of personalized questions gave my students a feeling of empowerment by allowing them to have teaching and learning in our classroom tailored to better meet
their interests and needs .
When beginning the school wide theme of Changes, it would have been impossible for me to
predict the heightened level of participation, interest, and enthusiasm generated by the students
as the packaged thematic units and individual experiences became the starting points for
broadening perspectives and locating answers to personalized questions. The implementation of
inquiry-based instruction underscored a socioconstructivist theory of learning which emphasizes
that learning is natural and social and occurs when learners are engaged in authentic and
meaningful activities and events. Teaching based on student inquiry works to foster student
redefinition of meaning, thereby allowing for personal exploration and expanded thinking with no
predetermined outcomes. Inquiry-based instruction provided learners in my first grade classroom
with the freedom to question their own personal and social beliefs and helped accommodate the
personal transformation of meaning while working within and beyond the prescribed district
assessment standards and curriculum guidelines. The use of an inquiry approach enabled my
students to shape their own learning, thus providing a connection between the logic by which we
teach and the logic by which children learn.
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